Breast cancer: beyond the cutting edge.
Remarkable progress has been made in the treatment of breast cancer over the past 100 years. The ability to probe at the genomic level increased our understanding of the disease but the improved survival outcomes can also be attributed to screening programs, which have altered the pattern of diagnosis and prognosis, and to a number of groundbreaking clinical trials. Indeed, the latter are largely responsible for the most startling paradigm reversals in oncology; namely, that optimal benefit can be achieved with minimal, rather than maximal, intervention. As such, surgical lumpectomy can replace the radical mastectomy, sentinel node biopsy may circumvent the need for complete (axillary) nodal dissection, hormonal therapy--depending on tumor sensitivity to endocrine manipulation--is likely to be beneficial without the addition of chemotherapy, and some targeted therapies can be used selectively in those most likely to benefit. However, despite the advances, controversies remain; patients die; and cure remains elusive.